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ABSTRACT 

This report summarizes results of a survey of 104 
institutions belonging to the National Association of State 
Universities and Land-Grant Colleges (NASULGC) in June 1996 
concerning the ins t i tut i ons ' admissions policies for first-year 
students. The report also includes data from a national survey of 
first-time, full-time freshmen enrolling in the fall of 1995. The two 
surveys looked at: admissions policies and recruitment strategies; 
application processes; enrollment caps and numbers of out-of-state 
students; and the characteristics of and competition for 1995 
freshmen. The report concludes that, although public universities 
will continue to attract qualified students, fiscal restraints will 
restrain undergraduate enrollment during the next 10 years. The 
report also expects that competition among public universities will 
intensify across state borders. Also included are three summary 
charts showing: the geographic range of NASULGC institutions for the 
recruitment of first-year students (1990 and 1995); relative 
importance of various factors in the admissions process for 
first-year students in 1995; and percentage of NASULGC institutions 
reporting increased competition with different types of institutions 
during 1990-1995. An appendix which provides supplemental data from 
the NASULGC survey concerning admissions standards, number of 
applications per accepted student and yield rates, comparison of the 
1995 first-year class with that of 1990, and competition with various 
types of ins ti tut ions . (CH) 
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Who’s Coming To Campus? 

Admissions Policies For Entering Freshmen at Public Universities 



Campus administrators have had to contend with demographic and economic forces that 
have created new challenges to the recruitment process for first-year students. For example, the 
number of recent high school graduates dropped from 3.0 million in 1980 to 2.5 million by 1 995 1 . 
At the same time, annual student charges increased at colleges and universities. 

In addition to these external forces, internal institutional policy decisions also have exerted 
pressure on campus officials. Admissions officers and student personnel staff have been 
challenged to maintain or increase the academic qualifications of entering freshmen, to broaden the 
diversity of students on campus, and to provide adequate support services to enable 
undergraduates to successfully meet their educational goals. 

How have public universities met these challenges during these difficult years? Have 
admissions officers been able to continue to attract and enroll qualified students? What currently 
are the most important criteria in the admissions’ process? How have the admission policies and 
characteristics of incoming freshmen evolved during the past five years? What can we expect in 
the near future? 



NASULGC and UCLA-ACE Surveys 

The Office of Public Affairs of NASULGC surveyed member institutions in June, 1996 to 
collect data on admissions policies which were in place in fall 1995 for incoming first-year students 
at public universities. Information was received from 104 institutions producing a response rate of 
65 percent. 

In addition, information is available from a national survey of first-time, full-time freshmen 
who enrolled in the fall of 1995. This annual survey effort, conducted by the University of 
California at Los Angeles and the American Council on Education, collected data from 
approximately 240,000 students which was that weighted to reflect the 1.5 million full-time 
freshmen enrolled at colleges and universities across the country. 

•National Cotter for Education Statistics, Projections of Education Statistics to 2005. Washington: 
GPO, 1995, p. 52. 
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Admissions Policies and Recruitment Strategies 

In the 1996 survey of NASULGC members, admission officers were asked to define the 
geographic range used for recruiting (see Figure 1). “International” was the most common 
response both to describe the current situation (39 percent) and the range five years ago (35 
percent). There was evidence that some institutions expanded their target areas as more institutions 
moved from smaller to larger categories. For example, the proportion of institutions describing 
their range as “local or statewide” fell from 30 percent in 1990 to 21 percent by 1995. Likewise, a 
larger share of institutions were attracting students from the “region or nation” in 1995 (40 percent) 
compared to five years earlier (35 percent). These shifts could reflect both the institutions’ efforts 
to recruit students who lived further away, and the students’ tendency to apply to a wider range of 
institutions. 

The five most important factors used in admissions’ decisions by NASULGC institutions 
were high school grade point averages, admissions test scores, pattern of high school coursework, 
college-level coursework completed, and rank in class (see Figure 2). As criteria to be considered 
in the admissions process, the need for financial assistance and disability status were the least 
important. 



Application Process 

Many different types of two- and four-year institutions have reported in recent years that 
the number of applications from first-year students has risen. Among public universities, the 
situation has been mixed. About half of the NASULGC members surveyed in the summer of 1996 
(48 percent) reported that they received more applications pa - accepted student in 1995 than they 
had in 1990. Another 40 percent said the number had remained the same, and only 12 percent had 
seen a drop during that time. 

Administrators have found that high school students with strong academic credentials 
have been encouraged by their high school counselors to apply to a broad group of colleges and 
universities. These seniors often apply to a variety of schools and then wait to see not only which 
ones accept them but also the financial aid package offered. A combination of need-based financial 
assistance coupled with institutionally-based merit awards can vary substantially across different 
types of institutions and can affect enrollment decisions. 

Even though the number of applications pa - enrolled student appears to have risen at many 
public universities, the yield rates (the proportion of accepted students who enroll) have fluctuated. 
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The NASULGC respondents reported that although 36 percent did enjoy higher yield rates in 1995 
compared to their 1990 average, a larger proportion remained the same (40 percent), and 24 
percent decreased. Generally, the yield rates at all public four-year institutions fell during the 
period 1982-92 from 58 percent to 44 percent, according to a study released in 1995 by AACRAO, 
ACT, CEEB, ETS, and NACAC 2 . During this same time, the number of applications pa - enrolled 
freshman at public four-year institutions increased from 2.4 to 3.4. There appears to be an inverse 
relationship between application rates and yield rates. 



Enrollment Caps and Out-of-State Students 

The majority of NASULGC members (70 percent) reported that their institutions did not 
have an enrollment cap in 1995. However, 30 percent did have a cap and about half of this group 
had had the cap in place for the past five years. The purpose of enrollment caps is to divert 
enrollment within a state from certain public institutions which may be overcrowded to other 
campuses within the four-year system. The presence of enrollment caps certainly could have 
affected the number of applications received by specific institutions within the past few years. 

Most of the NASULGC respondents (80 percent) did not report that there was a limit on 
the percentage of first-year students who could originate from out-of-state. Among the 20 percent 
that did have such a limit, the average was 22 percent, with a range of 5-40 percent reported. For 
most institutions with a limit, the average had not changed substantially in the last five years. 



Characteristics of 1995 Freshmen 

Results from the NASULGC survey indicate that the first-year class that entered in 1995 
was more diverse and had better scholastic credentials compared to the 1990 entering class. The 
large majority of respondents (68 percent) reported that the 1995 freshmen were better prepared 
academically, and about three in five (58 percent) said that there were higher proportions of 
students of color. About half of the NASULGC institutions (52 percent) reported that the size of 
their freshmen class had increased. The share of students on financial aid was either about the 
same (49 percent) or greater (49 percent) than five years ago. 



2 Hunter M. Breland, James Maxey, Gail T. McLure, Michael J. Valiga, Michael A. Boatwright, 
Veronica L. Ganley and Laura M. Jenkins, Challenges in College Admissions: A Report of a 
Survey of Undergraduate Admissions Policies, Practices, and Procedures. Washington: 
American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, American College 
Testing, The College Board, Educational Testing Service, and National Association of College 
Admission Counselors, 1995, p. 90. 
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